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ABSTRACT
This study investigated how media depictions of atheists might influence perceptions of
them based on media theories of cultivation and priming. Severe distrust and dislike of
atheists found in the literature indicated a need for the study. The measurement
instrument used in the study asked a sample of 195 respondents to report their media
consumption habits, including news sources, television shows, and movies, as well as
identify real atheists in the public eye. Respondents were then asked to rate positive and
negative statements about both atheists and religious people on a Likert scale and provide
basic demographic information about themselves. Ultimately, the study found that
religious-oriented movies increased positive ratings of religious people and viewing
movies sympathetic to atheists increased positivity towards atheists, while consumption
of conservative news media increased negativity towards atheists. Other measures,
including consumption of television shows with atheist main characters and recognition
of real atheists in the public eye revealed no significant links between media habits and
attitudes towards religious people or atheists. The study indicates that atheists and
religious people may both seek out media consistent with their viewpoints and that
conservative news media may be more influential in priming negative towards atheists
than other forms of media. More research was called for to examine the media used in the
study more in-depth. Implications of the study included a trend toward unlikeable
practitioners of organized religion in the media portrayed opposite moderate atheists,
especially on television.
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INTRODUCTION

An atheist is one who disbelieves or lacks belief in the existence of God or gods
(Atheist, 2015). Atheists as a group made up a small percentage of U.S. citizens, with
only 2.4% of American adults saying they were atheists (Lipka, 2013). Historically, there
have been consistently high levels of religious belief, affiliation, and participation in the
U.S. since the mid-nineteenth century (Warner, 1993), indicating atheists have always
been a minority in the country. Atheism has also been associated with immorality and

otherness in United States history. Thomas Jefferson's political opponents would call him
a "howling atheist" and "infidel" when attacking his moral character (Ferling, 2004, p.
154), an example of the word's use as a pejorative in America. Federalists argued
Jefferson was unfit for presidency due to his doubt of the theological consensus at the
time about the Earth's age and his "disrespect for divine revelation" (Kramnick & Moore,
1997, p. 91).
A study by Edgell, Gerteis, and Hartmann (2006) found that atheists were the least
accepted group among United States citizens, and distrust of atheists was even greater
than that for Muslims post-9/11. It seems U.S. citizens were also more concerned about
atheists than about homosexuals, despite the issue of gay marriage and its supposed
opposition to Biblical principles having been a central point of controversy in the United
States. Almost all those surveyed via random-digit dial telephone calls strongly disliked
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atheists (Edgell et al., 2006). It was simply a matter of degree: some respondents may
have tolerated atheists somewhat better than others, but almost all reported a low
tolerance for atheists (Edgell et al., 2006).
Edgell, Gerteis, and Hartmann (2006) posited that perhaps respondents were not
referring to atheists they had actually encountered. Atheists, being only between one and
three percent of the population (Edgell et al. , 2006) and being able to hide this part of
their identity, were not a group that U.S. telephone survey respondents were likely to
have knowingly met in person. Thus , Edgell et al. (2006) argued that respondents to the
survey rather distrusted the idea of atheists who, in the minds of religious society
members like most of those surveyed, were symbolically linked with immorality and a
rejection of cultural solidarity. Edgell et al. (2006) said the divide between the religious
and atheists was due to Americans' understanding of religion as the basis of a good and
moral society. In other words, because of their lack of belief in God and religion, belief
which many Americans seemed to value as a symbol of moral good and an indicator of
trustworthiness, atheists were viewed as the other in American society. Despite this
seemingly obvious solution as to why atheists were distrusted or otherwise disliked so
greatly by Americans, how this myth of the immoral other might be amplified by media
messages about atheists was unclear. Media messages might have helped explain why
other minority groups like Muslims and homosexuals have enjoyed increasing acceptance
in the U.S., while atheists continued to be extremely unpopular (Edgell et al., 2006).
Gerbner (1998) asserted that "what is most likely to cultivate stable and common
2

conceptions of reality is ... the overall pattern of programming to which total
communities are regularly exposed over time" (p. 179). Indeed, much research conducted
on media portrayals of minority groups has buttressed this theory of cultivation, as
mediated depictions of blacks , Latinos, women, homosexuals and others arguably created
expectations about these groups in the real world (McCloud, 2007; Raymond, 2013 ;
Wilkes & Valencia, 1989).
Another media theory which might help explain American aversion to atheists is
priming. D.R. Roskos-Edwoldsen, Klinger, and B. Roskos-Edwoldsen (2007) found
priming, which in political contexts refers to news content suggesting audiences ought to
focus on specific benchmark issues when evaluating the performance of government
leaders (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007), is reliably effective at changing audience
attitudes and behaviors. Indeed, though moderating factors might reduce the effect of
priming (Arendt, 2013a) , it has still led to stereotyping by making particular narratives
about groups more memorable (Johnson, 2012). Arendt (2013b) found that media content
could prime implicit stereotyping even if the content itself was not believed valid. As
such, atheist characters like the arrogant Professor Radisson in God's Not Dead (HatcherTravis & Cronk, 2014), a 2014 film devoted to combating atheist philosophies, and the
unfriendly Dr. House in House, M.D. (Shore, 2004-2012), a television series about a
brilliant but ill-mannered doctor, may have primed audiences to implicitly or explicitly
believe stereotypes about atheists.
Media research focusing on other minority groups has been rather abundant and
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extensive, and there has been a solid understanding in the literature of how they are
marginalized or otherwise have negative stereotypes and myths about them perpetuated
by the media (Goodall, 2012; Klein & Nacaratto, 2003). Far less attention seems to have
been paid to atheists in the media. The severe distrust and contempt Americans seem to
have for atheists despite how little is known about them indicated a need for more
research. Meier, Fetterman, Robinson, and Lappas (2015) concluded that people
overestimate how angry atheists are, possibly due to media suggesting that atheists are
angry (Adams, 2011; Christina, 2012; Lurie, 2010). In fact, Christina (2012) was a selfdescribed atheist who wrote a book on why atheists are so angry. This could perhaps be
an example of a "stereotype threat," where a minority begins to identify themselves with
a popular stereotype about them (Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999). This thesis explored
existing research on depictions of atheists in media and how these depictions have served
to cultivate cultural understandings about these groups, or otherwise primed negative
thoughts about them. This effort was also being undertaken to better understand how
research has been conducted in these situations in the past and how such methods might
be applied to studies on mediated depictions of atheists, agnostics, and others who either
do not claim a belief in religion, a belief in God, or who claim to have no belief in either.

4

LITERATURE REVIEW

Media and Atheists

While research on atheists in media has been rare, it has not been for lack of
atheist characters in media. In her thesis, Hirvonen (2011) suggested that the first
televised depictions of atheists may have been on Gene Roddenberry's (1966-1969) sci-fi
fantasy Star Trek television program in the 1960s. In this series and its subsequent spinoffs, characters were usually not presented as religious. Religion was portrayed from a
mostly neutral perspective and religious belief was uncommon in the series. She went on
to highlight a number of older television shows that featured atheist and agnostic
characters, including comedy television show All in the Family (Lear, 1971-1979)
(characters Michael and Gloria were an agnostic couple), comedy television show Good

Times (Evans, Lear, & Monte, 1974-1979) (Carl Dixon was an atheist), and comedy
television show Moonlighting (Caron, 1985-1989) (Maddie Hayes was an atheist).
Furthermore, Hirvonen (2011) pointed out, atheist characters became more common in
the 1990s and on. Lindsey Weir of comedy television show Freaks and Geeks (Feig,
1999-2000) was an atheist character, as was Perry Cox on the comedy television show

Scrubs (Lawrence, 2001-2010). The lead characters in the drama television series House,
MD (Shore, 2004-2012), Bones (Hanson, 2005-), and The Mentalist (Heller, 2008-) have
been explicitly depicted as atheists. While these characters were the protagonists and
5

presumably well-liked by viewers, certain negative traits like bitterness and hostility
seemed to be associated with their atheism.
Hirvonen (2011) described Malcolm Reynolds from dramatic sci-fi television
series Firefly (Whedon, 2002-2003) as having converted from a very religious Christian
to an atheist after being on the losing side of a civil war. In flashbacks to his times as a
religious man, he was somewhat happy and well-adjusted. His character was often bitter
and angry once he was an atheist, presumably because he felt abandoned and let down by
his former faith. Dr. House on House, MD (Shore, 2004-2012) was also portrayed as
often bitter and hostile towards religious persons and their beliefs, which he viewed as
hypocritical and illogical; he could not relate to the sermons of a minister presumed to be
his biological father (Hirvonen, 2011). House's abusive stepfather and chronic leg pain
also contributed to his bitterness (Hirvonen, 2011).
Despite some other more positive character traits, the atheists and agnostics
Hirvonen (2011) pointed to in her study seemed to share qualities of anger, bitterness, and
hostility towards religion, perpetuating a stereotype of atheists as unhappy and unwilling
to accept the beliefs of others. Perhaps this is why an atheist character on The Good Wife
(Whitmore, 2014), Alicia, has been depicted as downplaying her atheism and even
equating it somewhat with dogmatism when running for the state's attorney office. She is
told voters will not accept an atheist, so she cannot run espousing her honest beliefs.
Meanwhile, House of Cards main character Frank Underwood has feigned religious
belief to advance his political career (Fincher, 2013).
6

Granted, such bitterness among atheists has not been exclusive to television
portrayals, nor has it been an entirely unfair characterization based on the findings of
Ritter, Preston, and Hernandez (2013). Using the computerized text analysis program
Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count, Ritter, Preston and Hernandez (2013) found that
Twitter users who followed popular Christian accounts used different language than did
those who followed the popular Twitter accounts of atheists. Namely, followers of atheist
accounts tended to use more negative and analytical language than did Christian account
followers who were comparatively more positive and emotional in their language usage.
Christians were particularly more positive and atheists more negative in their language
when religion was being discussed. Atheists were also less likely than Christians to
discuss social gatherings and rituals like attending events and bonding. Ritter, Preston,
and Hernandez (2013) asserted that this was due to a link between religion and positive
socialization. While Christians might have had church and youth groups, atheists were
less likely to have similar social gatherings.
Norenzayan, Gervais and Trzesniewski (2012) proposed a causal link between
analytic thinking and atheism where the former lead to the latter. This may have
explained why atheist tweets were more analytical in nature in the Ritter, Preston, and
Hernandez (2013) study. Furthermore, Norenzayan, Gervais, and Trzesniewski (2012)
posited that mentalizing deficits such as autism may have played a role in atheism. They
argued that autism constrained a belief in a personal deity who anticipated and responded
to human desires and beliefs.
7

Ritter, Preston, and Hernandez (2013) pointed out that this does not necessarily
mean atheists were doomed and miserable. They noted that given societal distrust
towards atheists, it could simply have been that Christians were happier because they
were more likely to belong to supportive communities, as indicated by their having
discussed socialization at a greater rate than atheists.
Cimino and Smith (2011) posited that atheist authors such as Richard Dawkins,
Daniel Dennett, Samuel Harris and Christopher Hitchens may have helped provide such
supportive communities for atheists online. These authors wrote books critical of religion
and religious practices and dogmas, and birthed a somewhat niche cultural phenomenon
referred to as the "new atheism," which promoted atheist views and challenged religious
dogma after the World Trade Center attacks on September 11, 2001. Cimino and Smith
(2011) conducted a textual analysis of the atheist-oriented publications Free Inquiry and
American Atheist and circulated a questionnaire among atheist organizations to gauge

how secular persons responded to this "new atheism."
Ultimately, the textual analysis found that both Free Inquiry and American Atheist
articles contained a mostly positive view of "new atheism" as a welcome development
that effectively promoted atheist views to American society. Furthermore, respondents to
Cimino and Smith's (2011) study believed that while mainstream media continued to
illustrate an ugly image of atheists, the "new atheism" phenomenon made it easier to
communicate with other like-minded people online. Survey respondents also tended to
report a belief that "new atheism" was helping to slowly erode negative attitudes towards
8

atheists and agnostics.
This positive view of "new atheism" was not held by members of the atheist
community across the board. A sizable minority of articles in Free Inquiry and American
Atheist indicated a fear that the talking points of "new atheist" authors were too radical
and might further alienate the religious, while some survey respondents were also
skeptical that "new atheism" would promote lasting positive effects for the atheist
community (Cimino & Smith, 2011).
Moore (2011) found some support for atheists in the media in reviews of Bill
Maher's documentary, Religulous (Charles, 2008). The documentary, which shows Maher
interviewing religious people and challenging their religious beliefs, received mostly
positive reactions from film critics. However, while many critics found the film funny
and entertaining, this did not mean Maher himself was viewed much differently than Dr.
House or Malcolm Reynolds in Hirvonen's (2011) study of atheist characters in media.
Many critics found Maher smug and arrogant and accused him of choosing interview
subjects that may have made his pointed remarks seem stronger than they really were.
Thus, while critics may have been amused by Maher's mocking jokes at the expense of
religion, they often did not find the case he made for non-belief particularly strong, nor
did they necessarily view Bill Maher in a positive light.
While Maher is a real person and not a character, his supposed smugness and
arrogance was yet another example of a mediated depiction of atheists as unpleasant,
which may have helped cultivate a stereotype of the socially disagreeable atheist. This
9

image of the unlikeable atheist has also been seen among YouTube personalities who use
the online video forum of YouTube to express their views. Theobald (2009) decried the
vitriol with which YouTubers; those with video blogs on YouTube; like Pat Condell, The
Amazing Atheist, and CapnOAwesome discussed religion. In particular, a video by
CapnOAwesome titled "Fuck Islam Week 2" saw him citing the right to freedom of
speech as it pertains to his freedom to mock the Muslim religion using coarse language
(Theobald, 2009).
Theobald (2009) also cited religious YouTubers who were no more polite in their
discourse about religion than their atheist counterparts. He noted that Christian
personality VenornfangX characterized the Muslim faith as one whose primary focus is
promoting the murder of Jews.
This shared disdain for Muslims by Christians and atheists has been noted by Fry
(2014), who said Christian conservative personality Pat Robertson's characterization of
Islam was that of a political organization masquerading as a religion and seeking world
domination. Meanwhile, "new atheist" author Sam Harris argued that pleas to consider
more moderate teachings in Islam only served as a "cover" for Islam that allowed its
extremist members to continue committing heinous acts in the name of their religion
(Maher, 2014). Sam Harris and Bill Maher created controversy on Real Time with Bill
Maher by suggesting Islam is a violent religion (Maher, 2014).
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Media and the Religious

While atheists have been historically less well-liked among Americans than
Muslims, mediated messages about Muslims in general have not been much more
flattering than those with regards to atheists. Muslims and atheists have often been seen
in similarly negative lights as ideological outsiders. Ishak and Solihin (2012) argued that
while "violence against innocent people" actually "violates Islam" (p. 269), Western
media has tended to portray the religion in connection with "terrorism, violence,
extremism and antipathy to the West" (p. 263). Indeed, Hussain (2010) found that
American television dramas such as 24 (Cochran & Surnow, 2001-2010), Lost (Abrams,
Lieber, & Lindelof, 2004-2010), and films like True Lies (Cameron, 1994), Air Force

One (Peterson, 1997), and The Siege (Zwick, 1998), Muslims were "portrayed as
dangerous immigrants with a religion that is both alien and wicked" (p. 55). He found
that the religion was depicted as "one of violence" (p. 55) in these dramas. Interestingly,
Hussain (2010) did find more sympathetic portrayals of Muslims in North American
comedies, such as Aliens in America (Guarascio & Port, 2007-2008), and the Canadian
television series Little Mosque on the Prairie (Nawaz, 2007-2012), which was created by
a Muslim woman.
Hirji (2011) examined many of the same programs as Hussain (2010), with
particular focus on Muslim women. Hirji (2011) found that Muslim women in earlier
seasons of 24 were either violent terrorists or unimportant and silent characters seen
11

worshipping "in a place that represents danger to the state" (p. 39). Hirji (2011) conceded
that 24 added a strong and honest Muslim woman named Nadia Yassir to the show for
one season, but lamented that the character became less important and interesting over
time, was saved by a white man, and disappeared from the show entirely after one season,
while white female characters on the show were allowed to develop over time.
Meanwhile, Lost depicted its Muslim characters Nadia and Sayid as "tied to terrorism,
crime, and violence," though the female Nadia was further marginalized as "a victim that
rarely has an opportunity to act on her own" (Hirji, 2011, p. 41).
Little Mosque on the Prairie offered a more sympathetic, respectable, and

intelligent character in Rayyan, an educated physician and important member of the
show's fictional community. However, Hirji (2011) decried the lack of diversity granted
Muslim characters on the show. Muslim characters had their religiosity questioned when
they did not adhere to a particular interpretation of Islam. If they avoided wearing clothes
like the hijab, went on dates, avoided arranged marriages, or gambled, other characters
wondered if they were real! y Muslim. Hirji (2011) argued that such a reaction to Islamic
practices outside the norms embodied by Rayyan falsely suggested that Islam could only
be correctly practiced by following Rayyan's rigid interpretation of it. In doing so, the
show failed to "highlight the broad spectrum of Muslim womanhood" (p. 42).
These analyses seem to have concluded that if the media has cultivated an image
of atheists as bitter and disagreeable, the image of Muslims it has cultivated is, at best,
that of modest traditionalists. At worst, media messages have cultivated an idea of
12

Muslims as violent terrorists presenting a threat to Western life and culture. But Muslims
are hardly the only religious group having been negatively portrayed in media. McCloud
(2007) studied the portrayal of new religions in American magazines since World War II.
His analysis indicated that messages about new religious groups grew increasingly darker
and more distrustful over time, having started with "themes of exoticism" (p. 214) in the
1950s and early 1960s, and having become more ominous beginning in the mid-1970s,
with themes of brainwashing and dangerous occultism having been tied to new religions
into the 1990s.
These ominous characterizations of new religion have not always been
undeserved. McCloud (2007) did not shy away from the tragedy in Jonestown in 1978,
where James Jones convinced adherents to the People's Temple religion to commit mass
suicide, nor did he fail to mention the standoff between David Koresh, his Branch
Davidians, and the FBI that resulted in the death of 74 people inside his commune.
Koresh was also confirmed to have had sexual relations with underage women belonging
to the Branch Davidians. In this case, McCloud (2007) was not arguing that media
portrayals of new religions were always unfair, but that the media might have primed a
perception of new religions such that this perception was taken as a given. In the case of
media portrayals of new religions, McCloud (2007) seemed to suggest that these
portrayals had led to widespread acceptance of the idea that new religions are by and
large dangerous cults. Perhaps the way media has cultivated a worldview in which
Muslims and new religions have been inherently dangerous to society, media has also
13

provided messages priming audiences to think of atheists as a kind of new religion which
threatens society.
In his dissertation, Madison (2013) posited that negative media portrayals might

have a negative effect on societal acceptance of certain minority groups, such as
polygamists. Given that Koresh and the Branch Davidians, among other new religions,
have been associated with practices like polygamy, one might see how increasing
negativity in the media towards new religions might have affected perceptions of these
groups.
In fact, Feltmate (2011) pointed out specific examples in which the animated

sitcom The Simpsons linked the practice of polygamy with Mormonism, despite the fact
the Mormon Church denounced polygamous marriage in 1890. In one episode, the
underaged Simpsons character Bart was told to go to Utah to marry his girlfriend because
another character said the state, often associated with Mormons, had relatively lenient
marriage laws. Bart was taken aback at the suggestion to go to the "Home of America's
most powerful weirdoes," but ultimately traveled to Utah. Once there, the minister asked
Bart how many women he'd be marrying. Feltmate (2011) posited that despite the
denunciation of the practice by the Church, scenes like the one described perpetuated "the
stereotype of Mormons as sexual deviants" (p. 345) and lead audiences to believe
polygamy was a central practice of the religion. In fact, shows like Sister Wives that have
depicted Mormons in polygamous marriages have represented a minority, given that 86%
of Mormons polled believed polygamy was morally wrong (Pew Research Center,
14

2012a). Atheists characters and pundits in the media may have similarly represented only
a minority of atheists as a group.
Meanwhile, the animated sitcom South Park portrayed Mormonism as idiotic, if
otherwise benign. The Mormon family in the episode "All About Mormons" were
depicted as ideal neighbors, despite the show's presentation of their beliefs as outlandish
and easily disprovable (Feltmate, 2011, p. 346). Yet South Park's portrayal of
Scientology; an institution of religion which required its members to pay for certain
accolades within the church and many Hollywood celebrities were a part of; was not so
kind, as leaders of the religion were shown to be frauds whose goal was simply to amass
money from its members (Feltmate, 2011). Aforementioned research on atheists has not
seen them depicted as benign idiots like the South Park Mormons or as greedy frauds like
the South Park Scientologists, but simply as bitter and hostile people (Hirvonen, 2011;
Theobald, 2009). Research has not indicated what exact effect this has had on perceptions
of atheists.
Other animated sitcoms like Family Guy and The Simpsons have further
perpetuated stereotypes of dangerous and fraudulent new religions in their plots. Main
Simpsons character Homer Simpson and most of his family were brainwashed by a cult

called The Movementarians, only being freed after his wife Marge, the only family
member resistant to the religion's brainwashing practices, exposed the religion's leader as
a fraud who was using the religion as a means to take money from followers. The Family
Guy episode "Chitty, Chitty, Death Bang" took an even darker approach, depicting
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teenagers drinking poison cocktails at the behest of a religious leader (Feltmate, 2011 ).
Whether or not such depictions are deserved, it is clear that the media treats newer
religions with a decidedly critical eye and is skeptical of their intent, helping prime and
reinforce a cultural belief that these groups are mostly dangerous or at least fraudulent
and money-hungry. Mediated depictions of atheists might have similar negative effects in
priming and reinforcing the belief that atheists are untrustworthy, immoral, and mean.

Gender Depictions

Media has not only portrayed certain groups as dangerous, but has primed certain
expectations about societal roles. The media has primed perceptions about gender,
including expected roles and body images for men, women, and homosexuals. Perhaps it
has primed expected roles for atheists.
Raymond (2013) indicated that even media messages that seemed to mock
stereotypes related to gender identity could ultimately reinforce these stereotypes by
repeating stereotypical messages about gender. To illustrate this, he analyzed messages
about femininity in an episode of Family Guy and messages about homosexuality in

American Dad!
In the episode of Family Guy, main character Peter Griffin was forced to attend a
women's retreat so that he could learn to be less sexist. Upon his return from the retreat,
Peter lovingly greeted his wife and family, kissing his wife and hugging all of his
16

children, whom he referred to as his "babies." He patted his son Chris's cheek, asked him
to bring some bags inside the house, then picked up the family dog and swung him
around. He then asked that a pot of tea be brewed while he freshened up, so that he could
drink it while telling the family his stories. Finally, he lamented that he had broken a nail.
These actions ultimately led Chris to conclude, "Oh my God. Dad's a chick."
As Raymond (2013) put it, "Chris's explicit categorization of his father as 'a
chick' unambiguously evaluates the interactional behavior that his father has just
produced as subscribing to feminine norms" (p. 205). The scene perpetuated stereotypes
of women as more physically delicate (the broken nail), more loving and nurturing
(Peter's embrace and words towards his family upon arrival at home), and more likely to
use "cutesy" language (referring to his children as his "babies") than men.
Another scene in the same episode found Peter calling his male friend Quagmire
"just to talk." Quagmire responded to this phone call with hostility and confusion,
ultimately hanging up on Peter. Again, the message about gender roles was clear:
"women call one another just to 'chat,' while men do not" (Raymond, 2013, p. 207). Thus,
the stereotype and cultural expectation that men did not contact each other to discuss their
feelings and instead opted only to call each other with specific requests was further
solidified for viewers. Media may have similarly solidified ideas of atheists as people
who always act hostile in social situations.
An episode of American Dad! presented stereotypical ideas about homosexuality
with even less subtlety. When main character Stan brought his son Steve to a Republican
17

meeting, he mentioned efforts to keep homosexuals out of the meeting. He told his son
that male homosexuals could be identified by particular characteristics and mannerisms .
Namely, that they were in good physical shape, wore sandals, and enjoyed bright-colored
drinks and Celine Dion's music. Meanwhile, any woman wearing pants could properly
be identified as a lesbian according to a poster Stan pointed out to his son. Raymond
(2013) pointed out that while this scene was probably intended to mock supposed
conservative views regarding homosexuals, this critique of such close-minded views
could easily be interpreted by some audience members as accurate ideas about
homosexuals. It might be possible then, that even media which has attempted to show
atheists in a positive light has only further primed negative ideas about them (Moore,
2011).
Perhaps such interpretations are why Goodall (2012) proposed that media literacy
may help viewers decipher messages like the ones in these animated sitcom scenes. She
argued that people may "think and act based on the stereotypes associated with one's
gender ... broadcast through the media" (p. 160) and that younger viewers may not have
been able to tell when messages about gender were used simply for storytelling purposes.
Furthermore, she argued that a rejection of stereotypes as truth may result in less focus on
these stereotypes by media makers. However, given the media's power to cultivate
perceptions about reality, such a rejection might have been easier to propose than to have
actually realized.
Rubie-Davies, Liu, and Lee (2013) found that advertisements in the supposedly
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egalitarian society of New Zealand portrayed men and women in stereotypical roles, with
men more likely to have been depicted as powerful decision makers and women more
likely to have been depicted as homemakers. Das (2011) found similar results in a content
analysis of Indian advertisements. In 318 randomly selected Indian advertisements from
2004, women were much more likely than men to appear in advertisements for body
products. They were also less likely than men to be depicted as employed, and more
likely to be depicted in home settings. Women also appeared in relationship roles more
often than men and were less likely than men to appear as authority figures.
Lee and Hwang (2002) discovered that between 1963 and 1993, the number of
females in movie advertisements actually decreased and females remained less likely
than males to be depicted as leaders in these ads. Females were also more likely to be
depicted as being dominated as well as more likely to be depicted as sex objects.
Lauzen, Dozier, and Horan (2008) determined, with a sample of 124 prime-time
television programs across six broadcast networks in 2005 and 2006, that female
characters were more likely to be seen in social roles and men were more likely to be
seen in work roles. Interestingly, shows with female writers and creators more often
showed characters of both sexes in interpersonal roles, while shows that had male writers
and creators were more likely to show both sexes in work roles. This finding seemed to
support Goodall's (2012) claim that people might think and act along the lines of
stereotypes based on their gender. It would seem that male writers were more interested
in characters that fill work roles and female writers were more interested in exploring
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interpersonal relationships, consistent with stereotypes about male and female thought
processes. Perhaps atheist media writers have written atheist characters with certain
expected traits like bitterness.
Women seemed to fare no better in the world of video games. Dickerman,
Christensen, and Kerl-McClain (2008) found that while heroes and villains in video
games were often imposing male figures, female characters tended to fill the role of the
sexualized damsel in distress. Games like Dead or Alive Extreme Beach Volleyball and
the fighting game Soul Calibur IV seemed to present women as sex objects with overly
large breasts. It came as no surprise then, that Barlett and Harris (2008) found video game
playing to be linked with low body esteem when gamers played a game featuring thin or
muscular characters for 15 minutes. While lower body image esteem was a result for both
male and female participants in the study, what effect the unrealistic body proportions of
female video game characters described by Dickerman, Christensen, and Kerl-McClain's
(2008) had might have been compounded by the kinds of roles women played in the
game.
Yet more troublesome was Beck, Boys, Rose and Beck's (2012) finding that the
sexual objectification and violence towards women in video games appeared to increase
rape myth acceptance among male video game players. That is, exposure to video games
that depicted females being sexually objectified and having violent acts committed
against them led to an increase in male gamers' belief that women secretly desired the
aggressive sexual advances of men.
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That media have primed beliefs about expected character qualities for certain
genders as well as suggested what constitutes proper behavior towards gender and sexual
minorities. Perhaps then, media have also primed beliefs about expected behaviors of and
proper attitudes toward atheists.

Racial Depictions

Similar to how mediated gender stereotypes have primed dangerous real-world
attitudes towards homosexuals and women, media has seemingly prime dangerously
negative attitudes towards racial minorities. Klein and Nacaratto (2003) found that
Pittsburgh's local television news portrayed blacks negatively 80% of the time compared
with only 22% of the time for whites, an almost 4: 1 ratio. Angster and Colleluori (2015)
found that while blacks accounted for 54% of arrested murder suspects according to
NYPD crime statistics, they accounted for 74% of murder suspects in New York
television coverage across four New York television stations.
Sudbury and Wilberforce (2006) initially seemed to have more positive
conclusions to make regarding the role of blacks in United Kingdom television
commercials. Contrary to the lamentations of black focus groups they consulted, who
believed blacks were severely underrepresented in these ads, blacks were actually
overrepresented as a population in many UK advertisement categories. Unfortunately,
this did not mean existing portrayals of blacks in these commercials was without flaw.
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The major roles for black characters in many of these commercials often involved singing
and dancing, and black characters were never seen in supervisory or managerial roles in
any of the over 2,000 commercials sampled. Arguably, such depictions may have
perpetuated stereotypes of blacks as entertainers rather than professionals, leaving
important managerial positions to white characters.
Burton and Klemm (2009) found a similar emphasis on the cultural superiority of
whites in British travel brochures. While blacks were again overrepresented, they were
again much less likely than whites to be portrayed in managerial roles, and in fact, their
role in brochure depictions was often to drink alcohol and entertain white tourists. This
role was rarely reversed, with only two depictions of white workers serving ethnic
minorities. Consistent with the lack of depictions of blacks in managerial roles, brochures
also tended to lack images of affluent blacks. Black men were unlikely to be depicted
with children.
Meanwhile, Asians were underrepresented in British travel brochures, often being
portrayed in stereotypical manner as "exotic others" inhabiting travel locations, i.e.
Buddhist monks and market traders (Burton & Klemm, 2009). Like black men, Asian
men were also not pictured with children. Asians also appeared less frequently among
other ethnic groups in brochure depictions, with only two images showing Asians with
whites. They were not depicted with any other ethnic group (Burton & Klemm, 2009).
Brochure images tended to depict whites being served by, entertained by, or otherwise
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looking captivated by locals of tourism spots, implying a certain white dominance over
these settings and their indigenous peoples (Burton & Klemm, 2009).
This white dominance seen in travel brochures was apparently matched with
black powerlessness and poverty in textbooks. Clawson (2002) found blacks severely
overrepresented in depictions of the poor in American economic textbooks, with more
than 60% of these poor being black. Meanwhile, whites only accounted for 36% of poor
people in these textbooks, despite real Census data indicating whites made up a higher
percentage of the actual poor than did blacks. Blacks were also overrepresented as
welfare recipients and underrepresented as Social Security recipients. Furthermore,
Clawson (2002) argued that Depression-era poor were perhaps seen as the most
sympathetic poor people, but blacks were underrepresented in this group as well, with
whites exclusively having been used to illustrate this 1930s poverty. Ultimately, Clawson
(2002) concluded that poverty was seen in American economic textbooks as a mostly
black problem, which may have served to prime attitudes about the powerlessness of
racial minorities.
White dominance in contrast with the lesser power of ethnic minorities continued
to be seen in video games. Williams, Martins, Consalvo, and Ivory (2009) found that
among a sample of 150 video games, 84.95% of primary characters were white, with only
9.67% being black, 3.69% being biracial, and Asians accounting for only 1.69% of
primary characters. Hispanics and Native Americans were never primary characters, only
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ever being portrayed as secondary or background characters.
Meanwhile, Yang, Gibson, Leuke, Huesmann, and Bushman (2014) posited that
"black male characters were virtually always violent in video games" (p. 698). To gauge
the effects of such depictions, they had 126 white university students play as either white
or black avatars, characters in the game controlled by the video game player, and gave
them either violent or non-violent goals, depending on what group participants had been
randomly assigned to. After participants had played the games, implicit racial attitudes
were measured using the Implicit Association Test, which flashed images of neutral white
and black faces and "good" and "bad" words that those tested quickly and correctly chose
according to instructions. Someone who incorrectly chose "bad" words after correctly
identifying black faces on a frequent basis was said to have negative implicit attitudes
towards blacks. Participants completed a Symbolic Racism Scale asking them to agree or
disagree with statements about race so that explicit attitudes could be measured after
game play. Those who played a game violently as a black avatar were found to have
stronger explicit negative attitudes towards blacks than those who played as a white
avatar. Similar results were found for implicit attitudes, as participants using a black
avatar violently were also more likely to associate black faces on the IAT than those
playing violently with a white avatar.
Another portion of Yang, Gibson, Leuke, Huesmann, and Bushman (2014)'s study
sought to find a possible link between playing video games as black avatars, association
of blacks with weapons, and aggression. Another version of the Implicit Association Test
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was given to participants that contained images of weapons in place of negative words
and harmless tools replaced positive words . Aggression was measured by placing
participants in what they thought was a separate study about food preferences.
Participants were paired with a partner who indicated that they severely disliked hot
sauce. Participants chose a food item for their partner by taking a piece of paper out of a
hat. The situation was rigged so that hot sauce was always the option pulled from the hat
and participants were told they had to eat all of the hot sauce to rate it properly, but the
hot sauce could be split between the two people. The amount of hot sauce participants
gave their partners was used to indicate their level of aggression (Yang et al., 2014).
Ultimately, Yang, Gibson, Leuke, Huesmann, and Bushman (2014) found that
those who played violent video games using a white avatar behaved more aggressively
and were more likely to link weapons with black faces than those using white avatars.
The findings led Yang et al. (2014) to assert that playing video games with violent black
characters can reinforce prejudicial beliefs that blacks are violent.
Latinos have also had stereotypes about their aggressiveness reinforced by the
media. Mastro and Behm-Morawitz (2005) found that Latino men on prime-time
television were more hot-tempered than any other racial group after blacks. Additionally,
Latinos were found to be "the least intelligent, most verbally aggressive, [laziest], and
(alongside whites) most ridiculed" racial group on television (p. 126). Latino men were
also depicted less frequently in professional settings and had less important job roles than
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men of other races. Mastro, Behm-Morawitz, and Ortiz (2007) found that heavy
television viewing affected cognitions related to Latinos in the real world. Perhaps heavy
television viewing may have affected cognitions related to real world atheists as well,
similarly having cultivated negative beliefs about them.
Interestingly, though it was clear whites enjoyed a privileged status in media next
to blacks, Latinos, and other racial groups, Banjo and Fraley (2014) pointed out
stereotypical portrayals of whites in films with mostly black characters. These portrayals
included white characters that inhabited the roles of The Wannabe, The Man, or The
Whitebread. The Wannabe was a white character that spoke in Ebonics, dressed in a hiphop style, and often came across as inauthentic, with his or her role being played for
laughs at their expense. The Man was an affluent white boss or cop that asserted his
dominance over black characters he enjoyed lording himself over. Finally, The
Whitebread was characterized by a refusal to acknowledge racial disparity and
unfairness. This stereotype claimed that society was accepting of all races, while
appearing uncomfortable or fearful around blacks.
Still, these stereotypes of whites would appeared to be less ubiquitous and less
harmful than those perpetuated by the media regarding blacks, Latinos, Asians, and other
minorities. Images of racial minorities as violent, unprofessional, or otherwise having
undesirable traits may have helped prime negative ideas about these racial minorities in
the real world, leading to unfair treatment in society. Likewise, similar stereotypes about
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atheists may have helped prime similarly unflattering perceptions of them.

Purpose of the Current Study

It was made clear from the literature that race, gender, and religious minorities
were often painted in a negative light by media and its messages and that these depictions
could have helped prime real world perceptions of these groups. It could be arguably
reasoned then, that media could prime real world negative attitudes towards atheists.
Indeed, the available literature seemed to reveal a stereotypical portrait of the nonbeliever
as arrogant, rude, and condescending.
Yet this kind of depiction alone would not have explained the overwhelming
distrust and lack of acceptance for atheists and other nonbelievers in American society.
Gender and racial minorities especially, and to a lesser extent religious minorities, have
been researched extensively using many different theoretical models and methods. The
literature in regards to atheists in scholarly media research has been comparatively
meager and has not led to much understanding about the interaction between the media
and societal perceptions of atheists. Existing research can be used to argue portrayals of
atheists as angry and anti-social cultivates real world expectations that lead to the
disliking of atheists, yes, but without further research not much more could be concluded
or extrapolated from the data. It remained unclear to what extent these depictions might
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be responsible for overall concerns about atheists.
The purpose of this study was to examine any potential correlations between
media consumption habits and attitudes towards atheists. Participants were presented
with several questions about their media consumption and their knowledge about and
feelings towards atheists. Participants answered questions about their news habits, what
television shows and movies they watched, and how many prominent atheist personalities
they could identify. They were also asked to rate their agreement with positive and
negative descriptors of atheists and give basic demographic information about
themselves, how religious they were personally, how many atheists they knew, and how
regularly they interacted with atheists.

Hypotheses

H 1: Consumption of conservative news media (Fox News, The Drudge Report,
The Blaze) will correlate with negative perceptions of atheists, while consumption
of liberal news media (The Young Turks, MSNBC, The Buffington Post) will
correlate with positive perceptions of atheists relative to consumption of
politically neutral news media.
H2 : Consumption of religious-oriented films (God 's Not Dead, Heaven Is For
Real) will correlate with relatively negative perceptions of atheists, while
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consumption of films which criticize religion (Religulous, Jesus Camp) will
correlate with relatively positive perceptions of atheists.
H3 : Consumption of television shows with atheist main characters will correlate
with negative perceptions of atheists.
H4 : Recognition of real atheists like Sam Harris, Bill Maher etc. will predict
negative perceptions of atheists.
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METHOD

Participants

Participants in the research consisted of 195 people age 18 or older who
responded to the study's measurement instrument either online or via printed forms
distributed to history, mass communications, and psychology classes at a mid-sized
university in the southwestern United States. Respondents were given 10-15 minutes to
complete the measurement instrument and of the 240 asked to complete the survey, about
195 did, yielding a response rate of about 81 %. About 10 responses were filled out
online, with the vast majority coming from printed surveys handed out by the researcher.
Most respondents identified themselves as Protestant (57.4%), followed by those
who said they had no religion but believed in God (12.3% ), Catholics (10.3% ), Atheists
(9.2%), and Other (9.2%). Mormons (n

= 2) and Hindus (n = 1) accounted for the

remaining 1.5%. Most considered themselves Moderately Religious (33.8% ), followed by
Very Religious (27.2% ), Not At All Religious (18.5% ), Slightly Religious (13.8% ), and
Extremely Religious (6.7% ). While a majority (83.6%) said they knew at least one or two
atheists personally, many said they did not interact with atheists often at all (30.8% ),
followed by those who interacted with atheists moderately often (24.6% ), slightly often
(20%), very often (13.8%) and extremely often (10.8%).
Most respondents were born in the United States (96.9% ), White (64.6% ), Female
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(64.1 %), Non-Hispanic (84.6% ), single (93 .8% ), and had some college experience but no
college degree (81.4% ). A majority lived with roommates either on campus (37.4%) or
off campus (37.4%) and had access to both Internet and cable television (79.5%).

Materials and Procedure

A pilot study was conducted, attaining full responses from about 87% (65 of 75)
of those who began their response online at a mid-sized university in the southwest. The
study asked respondents basic demographic information like age and sex, what media
they consumed, and had them fill out a Likert scale revealing their attitudes towards
atheists in terms of their humility, morality, happiness, friendliness, and trustworthiness.
The study revealed moderate statistical support for a correlation between news
media that was presented from a neutral perspective and more positive attitudes towards
atheists. Viewing religious movies significantly correlated with greater negativity towards
atheists, while viewing television shows with atheist main characters, liberal or
conservative news media, and movies which sympathized with atheist viewpoints did not
reveal significant correlations with attitudes towards atheists. When the study was
finalized, demographic questions regarding how often respondents viewed certain media,
what their housing and income situation was, and more options for news, television
shows and movies were added. Attitudes about both religious people and atheists were
included to determine how these might differ among respondents.
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A definition of the word atheist was presented on the Qualtrics.com website and
in printed versions of the measurement instrument in its final version. The definition of
atheist as someone who lacks belief in a God or gods was taken from the Oxford
Dictionaries website (Atheist, 2015). Participants were then asked to provide information

about their media consumption habits, rate how well they thought personality traits like
arrogance and friendliness applied to atheists and religious people on a 5-point Likert
scale, and provide basic demographic information about themselves. IRB approval for the
study was obtained. See Appendices A and B.
Reliability was tested using a Cronbach's alpha test in SPSS. For measures testing
attitudes towards atheists, an alpha of a = .69 was found, while measures testing attitudes
towards religious people found an alpha of a = .73. The reliability for measurements of
atheist attitudes was slightly below the typical .70 cutoff for acceptable reliability. But
given the relatively early stages of the scales in this study tested for reliability, this alpha
was deemed acceptable by the researchers, given the situation and the fact what
constitutes acceptable reliability is often a judgment call (Lance, Butts, & Michels, 2006).
The measurement instrument had face validity because it directly inquired about the
constructs it was meant to evaluate, such as attitudes towards religious people and media
consumption (Wimmer & Dominick, 2013, pp. 59-60).
Participants were instructed to either fill out a printed survey or follow a link to
the survey, which was posted on Qualtrics.com. Respondents were made aware what the
purpose of the study was, what they would be asked and provided with researcher and
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IRB contact information prior to taking the survey. Respondents were told that
participation was voluntary, that they could stop the survey at any time, and that all
records were kept confidential and anonymous. They were then asked to carefully read
the information presented and then answer all questions using the scales provided.
Results were then calculated using Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) and Bivariate
Correlation tests in SPSS to determine interactions between media consumption and
perceptions of both atheists and religious people.

Measures

Using SPSS, the news outlets Fox News, The Drudge Report, and The Blaze were
combined to create the variable ConservativeNewsrecoded, while MSNBC, The
Buffington Post, The Young Turks, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, The Nightly Show
with Larry Wilmore, and Real Time with Bill Maher were combined to create the variable

LiberalNewsrecoded. Other more neutral outlets were combined to create the variable
OtherNewsrecoded.
Likewise, all television shows featuring atheist main characters were combined to
create the variable AtheistTVrecoded and all prominent real life atheists were combined
to create the variable Knowprorninentrecoded. The movies God's Not Dead, Heaven Is
For Real, Son of God, and Left Behind were combined to create the variable

ReligiousMovies, while Monty Python '.s Life of Brian, Jesus Camp, Religulous, and Paul
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were combined to create a variable called AtheistMovies. In some cases, when individual
variables like The Blaze had particularly low ns, they were combined with other variables
so that results would not be inflated.
Statements about atheists and religious people were coded in Qualtrics on a 5point scale. Negative statements (arrogant, unfriendly, untrustworthy, sad, immoral) were
graded in descending order so that if a respondent described religious people or atheists
as extremely arrogant, this would yield a score of 1 while saying they were not arrogant
at all would yield a score of 5. Positive statements (humble, friendly, trustworthy, happy,
moral) were coded in ascending order so that someone describing atheists or religious
people as extremely humble, this would yield a score of 5, while saying they were not
humble at all would yield a score of 1.
Given that there were 5 positive and 5 negative statements with 5 possible scores
for both atheists and religious people, both groups were graded on a 50-point scale (5+5
statements x 5 possible scores for each statement) which was then reduced to a weighted
mean on a 5-point scale. These scales were called AtheistMean and ReligiousMean.
These variables were then correlated with the media variables to determine if watching
more of a certain type of media led to more or less negative attitudes towards atheists.
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RESULTS

Hypothesis 1 stated consumption of liberal news outlets like The Daily Show with
Jon Stewart and MSNBC would lead to more positive feelings toward atheists than

conservative outlets like Fox News and The Drudge Report, with neutral news outlet
consumption having no real impact. This hypothesis was based on, among other things,
the annual Fox News "War on Christmas" coverage. This coverage usually focuses on
denouncing atheist groups who post anti-religion billboards and take other actions most
Americans might perceive as annoying at best. Liberal news outlets tend to respond by
mocking these segments (Terkel, 2013) while broadcast and local news outlets might be
less likely to editorialize on the subject.
A one-way AN OVA revealed no significant difference between those who did or
did not view liberal news and perceptions of atheists or religious people. There was also
no significant correlation between neutral news and perceptions of atheists or religious
people. However, a one-way ANOVA, F(3, 191)

=4.207, p = .04 indicated conservative

news consumption significantly increased negative attitudes towards atheists relative to
those who did not report using conservative outlets as a news source. A bivariate
correlation showed that conservative news consumption correlated negatively with
perceptions of atheists, r(193) = -.146, p = .04.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that religious

movies like God's Not Dead and Heaven Is For Real which criticize atheism would lead
to increased negative perceptions of atheists, while movies like Religious and Jesus
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Camp would lead to more positive perceptions of atheists .

A one-way ANOVA did not reveal significant difference in perceptions of atheists
based on how many religious movies respondents watched. However, perceptions of the
religious did tend to become more positive relative to religious movie consumption, F(3,
191) = 3.668, p

= .01. A bivariate correlation test showed religious movie consumption

correlated with positive perceptions of religious people, r(193)

= .203, p = .004.

Furthermore, consumption of movies which were critical of religion did predict
more positive perceptions of atheists according to a one-way ANOVA, F(3 , 191) = 6.48,
p < .001. A bivariate correlation test showed these atheist-friendly movies correlating

with positive perceptions of atheists, r(193)

= .155,p = .03 .

Hypothesis 3 predicted that consumption of television shows with atheist main
characters would lead to more negative perceptions of atheists. However, no significance
was found to indicate viewing television shows with atheist main characters led to any
difference in perceptions about them. Nor did this significantly affect perceptions of
religious people.
Hypothesis 4 predicted knowledge of prominent atheist figures would lead to increased
negative perceptions of atheists . The opposite was true, with knowledge of prominent real
life atheists predicting positive perceptions of atheists. A one-way ANOVA, F(5, 189) =
3.326, p = .01 indicated statistical significance in this regard. A bivariate correlation
revealed significant correlation between knowledge of prominent atheists and positive
perceptions of atheists, r(l93)

= .229, p = .001.
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Chi-square tests were also run in

SPSS to determine if religious preference correlated with media consumption habits. This
was done to determine how much of a role one's religious preference played in what they
were exposed to. The percentage of respondents who watched religious movies differed
significantly by religious preference, x\18, N

= 195) = 32.27, p = .02. This was also the

case for conservative news, x\6, N = 195) = 13.04, p

= .04, atheist-friendly movies,

x2(18, N = 195) =49.05, p < .001, and those who recognized prominent real life atheists,
x\30, N = 195) = 82.90, p < .001.
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DISCUSSION

Hypothesis 1 stated that conservative news consumption would increase negative
attitudes towards atheists, while liberal news media would increase positive attitudes
towards atheists relative to more neutral perspective news media. Results showed that
while liberal news did not significantly increase positivity towards atheists, conservative
news did in fact increase negative attitudes towards atheists.
Since most respondents in the survey who viewed conservative news would have
been watching Fox News, given the low n for both The Blaze and The Drudge Report,
this result would seem to indicate that Fox News in particular provides viewers with
negative views of atheists. This makes sense given the kinds of stories and editorials they
run on atheists compared to ones run on CNN and MSNBC, etc.
Where an article on the Fox News website by Todd Starnes (2014a) lashes out
against ill-tempered atheists whose mission is to remove manger scenes from public
places, one from the MSNBC website by Chris Stedman (2013) made it a point that
atheists like himself ultimately believe that people have to unify regardless of religious
sentiment and questioned why atheists were being blamed for the Newtown school
shooting in 2012. Stedman (2013) noted that while atheist groups had actually donated to
help victims of the Newtown shooting (Weber, 2012), several pundits like Newt Gingrich
(Jeltsen, 2012), Mike Huckabee (Volsky, 2012), and James Dobson (Bennett-Smith,
2012) had blamed the shootings on atheists or increasing godlessness in America.
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This is not to say Fox News or conservative news in general is entirely unfair to
atheists, as there are stories in which atheists seem to play the villain regardless of how
the stories are editorialized. When the Freedom From Religion Foundation threatens to
remove angels from a memorial (DeMarche, 2015) or the American Atheists group runs
billboards mocking churchgoers as believers in fairy tales (Fox News, 2014), most would
probably view these actions as irritating regardless of their political affiliation. However,
outlets like CNN are more likely to run stories about the friendly atheists next door
(Burke, 2015) and Buffington Post is more likely to run a story about atheists and atheist
groups condemning the Chapel Hill shooting committed by a man who was vocally antireligious (Blumberg, 2015). None of this means conservative news is never right to
criticize atheist or atheist groups, it simply means they are more likely to cover negative
stories about atheists than other outlets. It is not that atheists are simply marginalized by
conservative news for no reason, but that conservative news outlets seem to cover more
negative atheist stories than liberal and neutral outlets. Thus conservative news outlets
would seem more likely to prime negative perceptions of atheists and cultivate an idea of
atheists as perhaps less moral and angrier than they truly are. This is consistent with the
findings of Meier, Fetterman, Robinson, and Lappas (2015).
However, Fox News has had atheist correspondents and guests in the past. S.E.
Cupp, a self-proclaimed conservative atheist who has also appeared on CNN, has had her
atheism questioned by atheist publications because of her own negative views of atheism
(Mehta, 2014 ). Atheist Adam Carolla has made several guest appearances on Bill
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O'Reilly, but in at least one of his appearances he was criticizing atheist groups and
saying he was an atheist because he wants to stay home on Sundays (iwanttomarrycarrie,
2012). Despite Carolla's concessions that he thinks atheist groups taking down manger
scenes is "politically correct nonsense," the description in a YouTube video clip of his
interview with O'Reilly on the topic encourages anything that makes atheists angry or
upset (iwanttomarrycarrie, 2012). Thus, it would seem Carolla is being presented as an
exception, rather than the rule for atheists in terms of behavior, or is at least interpreted as
an exception by the conservative news audience.
The Blaze, another measure included in the current study, has several negative

stories about atheists itself. In fact, the publication has a web page dedicated to atheism
mostly with headlines about atheists being upset over public displays of religion, being
stopped from excluding religious activities in public places, or generally being litigious
("Atheism," 2015). It is not that these stories are untrue, but that their headlines imply all
atheists have these agendas, where it is unclear how many are like Carolla in viewing
these actions as an annoying way of "making atheism a religion" (iwanttomarrycarrie,
2012). Indeed, other atheists like Patheos blogger Chituc (2015) have lamented the fact
even news organizations like CNN tend to lump all atheists in with the extremist David
Silverman and the American Atheists group. Chituc (2015) said anyone watching the
special program got an idea of American Atheists' political agenda, but not what the
average atheist thinks. He mused that perhaps because most atheists would not be as
outspoken as Silverman, Silverman wound up representing atheists writ-large.
40

Meanwhile, a story on NBC News's website titled "Atheists more motivated by
compassion than the faithful" notes that atheists tend to give to charity for emotional
reasons (LiveScience, 2012). The online liberal news program The Young Turks has
decried the bullying of atheists (The Young Turks, 2013) while also criticizing Sam
Harris and Bill Maher for their takes on the Islamic faith (The Young Turks, 2014).
MSNBC's This Week in God series criticizes suggestions on the religious side to mandate

church for all citizens (Benen, 2015). These stories defending atheists seems to be the
main difference between specifically conservative news outlets and other news. While
conservative news tends to focus on atheists as disruptive groups based on the actions of
litigious organizations claiming to represent atheists as a whole, other news outlets appear
more likely to defend atheists or even point out their compassion in some cases without
making such compassion seem like an exception to the rule of atheist activity. So
conservative news likely had a greater impact on negative perceptions of atheists in the
study because of this, while other news sources did not have much impact because of
their relatively more nuanced messages about atheists. Conservative news may help
explain how Edgell, Gerteis, and Hartmann (2006) came to find atheists were the least
trusted group in America at the time of that study or why Meier, Fetterman, Robinson,
and Lappas (2015) found that people overestimate how angry atheists are, but not
everyone watches conservative news. Conservative news might simply be appealing to its
Christian audience with its coverage of atheists. Neutral and liberal outlets did not seem
to hurt or help perceptions of atheists. More research is needed to explain how such
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distrust and overestimation of anger among atheists might be informed by media.
Hypothesis 2 stated that consumption of religious movies like God's Not Dead
and Heaven is for Real would lead to more negative attitudes towards atheists. Instead,
movies like Religious and Jesus Camp led to more positive views of atheists and God 's
Not Dead and Left Behind led to more positive views of religious people, but neither led

to more negative views of atheists. This may be because of interactions with real atheists
mitigating the influence of religious-oriented movies. It might also be that the movies
chosen for this research were aimed at a specific subset of Christians and religious people
already suspicious of atheists and do not represent mainstream Christian beliefs about
other groups. God's Not Dead in particular has a particularly caricature-like atheist as its
main antagonist, while Left Behind and Heaven Is For Real have similarly narrow
appeals. These films may be an example of media having limited effects, where religious
audiences were not particularly swayed by portrayals of atheists, but did feel stronger
beliefs in their already-held religious views after seeking out arguments in favor of those
views within these movies.
Movies like Religulous and Jesus Camp likely had limited effects on atheist
audiences in terms of how they viewed religious people for similar reasons. It is unlikely
for an atheist in the United States and especially a southwestern university where the
study was conducted not to recognize that these movies tended to focus on very particular
groups of religious people when making their anti-religious arguments. Once again,
personal interaction between atheists and religious people seems to have mitigated the
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negative views these groups may have attained for each other while watching these
movies. However, because of the positive light the movies portrayed atheism with, they
did increase positive attitudes towards atheists. Much like religious moviegoers may have
felt stronger in their beliefs after watching religious movies, atheists may have felt
stronger in their disbelief after watching movies that challenged religious thought.
Another explanation may be simple selection bias. The positivity towards atheists
correlated with atheist movies simply because atheist themselves sought these movies out
and vice versa for religious moviegoers viewing religious films. Even then, one must take
into account how audiences might interpret themselves more positively than perhaps is
intended by media messages. Becky Fischer, who ran the Christian summer camp
presented in the movie Jesus Camp, created a blog site to defend why she actually liked
the movie despite intense criticisms and the eventual shutdown of her camp after the
movie's release. In a blog post she titled "What Really Is Brain Washing?" she says she
was surprised by the accusations her camp was brainwashing children (Fischer, 2011).
She goes on to say teaching evolution in schools is a form of indoctrination and
brainwashing and she was happy with how the movie portrayed her camp; she says her
camp allowed children to avoid toxic secular messages early on (Fischer, 2011).
Fischer's (2011) website is a testament to the fact media does not exist in a
vacuum. Simply because the documentarians and many viewers may have seen the events
in Jesus Camp, such as children speaking in tongues, wearing camouflage uniforms and
praying in front of a cardboard cutout of then-president George W. Bush as problematic
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does not mean everyone finds these activities harmful or needing to be stopped. It might
even be the case, though it seems improbable, that certain atheist audiences take no issue
with the portrayal of atheist characters in movies like God's Not Dead or Left Behind.
Certainly S.E. Cupp (2014) would not seem unwilling to call these unfair
characterizations, even if other atheists would disagree. This study does not suggest there
is no truth to accusations of atheists being particularly hostile or arrogant; it is simply that
atheists who fit these descriptions may be overrepresented in media.
Another factor to consider is that in at least one of the Christian films included in
the study, an atheist converts to Christianity at the end of the movie, this being Professor
Radisson in God's Not Dead (Hatcher-Travis, 2014). Perhaps moviegoers were not
particularly moved to negative perceptions of atheists because of the suggestion atheists
can convert and come to a righteous conclusion of being a Christian. While atheist
moviegoers may not like the characterizations of Professor Radisson, they are less likely
to seek out the movie in the first place, making the movie less of a factor in creating
negativity towards atheists.
Hypothesis 3 stated that watching television shows with atheist main characters
would lead to increased negativity towards atheists, given their typically bitter nature
(Hirvonen, 2011). This Hypothesis was not supported and no significance was found for
increased positivity or negativity towards atheists based on television show consumption.
It is possible that the atheism of main characters is brought up infrequently enough in the

shows that audiences simply ignore it or consider it an insignificant enough part of these
44

characters that it does not inform their views on atheists in general. It could also be that
more positive traits, like intelligence and wit among atheist characters like Dr. House and
Brian Griffin tend to allow audiences to overlook the bitterness and hostility with which
these characters handle religion.
It should also be considered that these characters do not often bring up their
atheism unprovoked. In the episode of Family Guy titled "Not All Dogs Go To Heaven"
(Colton & Shin, 2009), Brian Griffin does not reveal his atheism until he has had enough
of Meg Griffin 's aggressive proselytizing. While his reaction to the situation is arguably
cruel, it does not have the same quality of complaint without cause one might perceive in
atheist groups covered by conservative news.
It might also be true that even religious audiences can sympathize with some of
the negativity atheist characters show towards religious thought. An episode of House,
M.D. titled "Dying Changes Everything" (Sarafian, 2008) has Dr. House doubting God's
ability or will to save people because of unnecessary suffering in life. His patient tells
him they had the same doubts and anger towards God, but realized they could not hate
someone or something they did not believe to exist. So while House is being hostile, his
hostility is not necessarily unable to be sympathized with, since even theists experience
doubt. This bit of dialogue also implies some compassion for other people on House's
part, since he is lamenting the suffering of others. A similar episode of Glee titled
"Grilled Cheesus" shows atheist character Kurt struggling with God and religion because
of his anger about being bullied for his homosexuality and coping with his dad's heart
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problem (Gomez-Rejon, 2010). In these cases, atheist characters may embody moments
of doubt and anger that are not exclusive to atheists.
As is the case with Brian Griffin, one must also factor in how religious foils are
portrayed alongside atheist characters. When Orange is the New Black character Piper
Chapman is harassed by a fellow inmate named Pennsatucky, she reveals her atheism
(McCarthy, 2013), but not before Pennsatucky attempts to force her beliefs on other
inmates. In this sense, religious viewers might see Pennsatucky's aggressive nature in the
same way Adam Carolla has stated he views atheist groups wanting to take down public
religious displays: irritating, unhelpful, and separated from what he believes to be the
purpose of his own ideological group. Piper Chapman may come off as likeable despite
her atheism because she is playing opposite a rather unlikeable Christian character in the
show. Interestingly, Piper Chapman says she agrees with Christopher Hitchens on
atheism, but admits he could be "kind of an asshole" (McCarthy, 2013).
What Chapman says about famous atheist author Christopher Hitchens in that
episode is part of why Hypothesis 4 stated that knowledge of prominent atheists like
Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and Christopher Hitchens would promote negativity
towards atheists; because of their perceived arrogant and hostile nature. Cimino and
Smith (2011) as well as Moore (2011) found evidence that atheists themselves did not
always agree with or find the messages of prominent real life atheists particularly helpful
to atheists as a group. However, results actually indicated an increase in positivity
towards atheists when respondents recognized these prominent figures. As with movies,
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this seems most likely to be because these atheist celebrities are sought out mainly by
atheists who already hold similar viewpoints. Cimino and Smith's (2011) textual analysis
which found positive support among atheist journals for these celebrities among atheistoriented journals supports this notion, despite the fact they also found some atheists who
thought such atheist celebrities were a turn-off for those outside the atheist community
and wanted more moderate atheists to represent them. According to results of the current
study, most atheists would seem to be fine with the celebrity atheists currently speaking
on behalf of atheists. At the very least, knowledge of prominent atheists does not seem to
make perceptions of atheists more negative.
Of course, perhaps people who recognize these prominent atheists are simply
more knowledgeable of atheists in general, so while they may dislike Dawkins, Maher
etc. they do not dislike atheists generally. South Park co-creator Matt Stone is a selfdescribed atheist who has said he agrees with much of what Richard Dawkins says, but
does not agree with the hostile manner in which he claims Richard Dawkins says it
(Jacobs, 2011) . Atheist Penn Jillette, another prominent atheist included in the current
study, has advocated for Christians to share their faith (beinzee, 2010) and said he would
never allow differing beliefs about religion to get between him and his family,
specifically his Christian father (Big Think, 2011). Jillette and Stone are from older
generations than most respondents to the current study, the majority of whom were ages
18-24. The Pew Research Center (2012b) found that almost a third of adults in the U.S.
under 30 do not claim a religious affiliation compared, while this is true of only about 9%
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of those older than 65. It might be that younger generations find the combative messages
of the new atheists more acceptable than do older generations. It may also be the case that
those who recognize prominent atheists are aware of disagreements among atheists about
expressing atheism and recognize that these prominent atheists are not representative of
all atheists.

Limitations

The current study relied on a convenience sample at a mid-sized southwestern
university and therefore might not be generalizable to a greater area of the population.
However, the sample used in the study still indicates what attitudes and beliefs college
students in the southwestern United States have regarding atheists relative to their media
consumption habits and therefore adds something substantial to the literature.
Given that the study was based on self-response items, there is a possibility
respondents downplayed their own prejudice toward atheist and religious groups.
However, several of the incomplete responses the researcher received indicated a
discomfort in answering questions about atheists or religious people as generally being
moral, friendly etc. Thus the current study may not give an entirely accurate view of how
respondents actually viewed atheists and religious people, though responses filled out
completely and used for analysis did appear to have plausible indicators of respondent
attitudes towards these groups.
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It is also true that the current study's Likert Scale measures included rather
general categories to describe atheists and religious people. While respondents may have
stated one group was more immoral or unfriendly than the other, the study did not ask
exactly how or why respondents found either religious people or atheists to be more
friendly or less moral, etc. aside from correlating these responses with responses about
media habits.
While the current study's list of media related to atheists attempted to be as
exhaustive as possible, it did not take into account forms of media such as Internet blogs,
debates, music or stand-up comedy which have evoked atheism. There are also television
shows like True Detective (Pizzolatto, 2014-) which feature main characters who are
atheists not included in this study. Some prominent atheist figures like Greg Graffin of
the punk rock band Bad Religion, Kerry King of heavy metal band Slayer, and stand-up
comedians Doug Stanhope, Ricky Gervais and others were not included in the current
study.

Future Research

Future studies might include music aimed at atheists and religious people as a
factor in attitudes towards these groups. In particular, bands like Bad Religion which
espouse atheist viewpoints and Christian bands like P.O.D., Underoath, and The
Newsboys might be studied for how they and their fan bases view religious people and
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atheists. Another factor not taken into account in the current study was comedians.
George Carlin, Doug Stanhope, and Ricky Gervais are high profile atheists not mentioned
in the current study. These bands and comedians often focus on religion for their subject
matter and may lead to less or more tolerance for atheists given the way they discuss this
topic. Of course, some people might downplay atheism of people they look up to.
Future studies might investigate whether atheists are reluctant to speak out against
groups like the Freedom From Religion Foundation and American Atheists in the context
of spiral of silence theory (Noelle-Nuemann, 1984). It may be that because of reluctance
to have it discovered they are atheists, atheists do not oppose groups like these when they
advocate for removing religious monuments from public spaces or removing Bibles from
Navy guestrooms (Starnes, 2014b). The current research indicated that individual atheists
seem to be viewed positively by people who know them, but larger atheist institutions
like Freedom From Religion Foundation and American Atheists were not included in the
study.
More qualitative approaches might be used so that it is clearly understood how
Christians and atheists might respond to media messages about atheists and Christians.
The current study could only give a general idea of how media messages might affect
perceptions of atheists and religious people due to its limitations. This might also help
determine whether Christians and atheists find atheist or religious comedy and music
offensive or can relate on some level. Research like this might help answer the question
"how wide is the philosophical gap between atheists and religious people, really?"
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In-depth character analyses or histories of atheist characters or real atheists may
reveal what drives someone towards atheism and how this is communicated to a mass
audience. Many atheists like Bill Maher and George Carlin were originally brought up in
religious environments. Examining their histories and how they navigated to atheism may
lead to better understanding of how communications about atheism and religion are
understood by atheists . A study of atheist main characters like Patrick Jane from The

Mentalist, who was rated the best atheist character on television by Steve Major (2015)
from the American Humanist Association, might provide more context than this general
study was able to provide. Patrick Jane has said he hopes he does not have an immortal
soul (Major, 2015). Given recent research that indicates people's dislike and distrust of
atheists may come from unwanted reminders of mortality when engaging atheists (Cook,
Cohen, & Solomon, 2015), how atheist characters communicate about death relative to
the religious is worthy of further analysis.
Future research might also investigate how atheist biogs like Patheos and The
Skeptics' Guide to the Universe affect perceptions of atheists among religious and
nonreligious audiences. These media often point out what atheists perceive as unfair
media characterizations. In many cases, they also seem to associate atheism with
scientific thought. Beyond just atheists, one might study media messages about the
religious and science. It seems religious people would also have a problem with some of
the claims being made on the far religious right about evolution and creation which do
not represent most religious peoples ' worldviews, but are implied as representing such by
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both atheist and fringe religious publications.
There is also opportunity to study how atheists may be made to look more rational
than their Christian counterparts in some media such as Orange is the New Black. While
this study focused on atheists and negative messages about them, negative messages
about the devoutly religious exist in popular culture as well.

52

CONCLUSION

The current study attempted to find how media might prime or cultivate
perceptions of atheists as immoral, unfriendly, untrustworthy, sad, or arrogant. Only
conservative news consumption seemed to significantly prime such perceptions, while
television shows with atheist main characters, religious-oriented movies and prominent
real life atheists either primed positive perceptions of atheists or had no effect.
Given the limitations of the study as a self-report sample from mostly college
students ages 18-24 at a southwestern university in the U.S., who was watching may have
impacted these perceptions almost as much as what was being watched. However, there is
evidence to support that conservative news in particular tends to provide viewers with
negative messages about atheists relative to other types of media. While television shows
with atheist main characters often portray atheists as bitter or hostile, their struggles with
belief and angst over human suffering may still make them relatable to religious and
atheist audiences. Likewise, atheist characters in religious movies have some redeeming
qualities, including the possibility that they are redeemed through conversion to
Christianity themselves. Finally, prominent real life atheists seem to increase positivity
towards atheists perhaps because atheists themselves are the ones seeking out these
prominent figures. It might also be the case that respondents in the current study were
more accepting of messages given by these prominent atheists than other groups might
be.
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One interesting theme of the results and other available data at the time of this
study is that atheists would seem to be less liked as a group than they are as individuals.
Atheists themselves have disagreements with groups like the American Atheists and
Freedom From Religion Foundation, yet these groups may be perceived as representative
of atheists due to the reluctance of many to discuss their atheism. Thus the media would
play a role in priming or cultivating negative attitudes towards atheists, but only because
more moderate atheists are reluctant to speak out.
One problem with studying atheists is that they are not as well-defined as a group
as other religious categories. Aside from a lack of belief in deities, there is not much else
explicitly linking all atheists ideologically. Beliefs about how and whether or not to
discuss atheism, the value of religion, political affiliation, and even moral beliefs are not
uniform among atheists. While religious groups can have similarly differing points of
view, much more is known about Protestants and Catholics than say apathetic atheists
who do not believe but do not feel the need to be outspoken, and anti-theists who actively
preach that religion is evil.
Perhaps ironically, further study of atheists in the media presents an opportunity
for study of how messages about religion have changed recently. While the majority of
respondents in the current study identified as Protestant, the next-largest religious
category was those who believed in God, but did not practice organized religion. What
part media has played in this phenomenon of theists without religion is worthy of further
examination, as it might help explain how and why religion may be practiced differently
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in the 21 st century and what role media has in shaping these norms.
In any case, the current research lends some credence to the notion that media has
helped cultivate perceptions of atheists as perhaps more immoral and angrier than they
truly are, it has also helped create positive messages about atheists. More research might
help explain if this positivity is a phenomenon among primarily a younger generation of
Americans that were asked to respond to the current study or if there is an overall trend
outside of conservative news towards more positive portrayals and messages about
atheists.
In the meantime, it would seem that contrary to what previous studies have
indicated and what was hypothesized for this research, media is actually helping cultivate
more positive perceptions of atheists overall. At the very least, outside of conservative
news, it does not seem to be effective in cultivating negative perceptions of atheists.
Whether this is due to more moderate atheists communicating through the media and
with religious people in real life is worthy of more research. Whether media is priming
and cultivating more negative attitudes towards organized religion might also be
addressed, given the negative portrayals associated with organized religion mentioned in
this study. How media messages might be challenging institutions of organized religion is
just as worthy of study as how atheists are portrayed in the media.
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APPENDIX A

This survey is being conducted for thesis research at Stephen F. Austin State University.
Its purpose is to help the researchers understand how media might influence perceptions
of atheists.Please take the time to complete this survey, making sure to read questions
carefully and answer as truthfully as possible. The survey is relatively short and should
take less than 15 minutes to complete, but feel free to take all the time you need to
answer the questions. Your participation is voluntary and you may discontinue the survey
at any time. All information is kept confidential and will only be used for research
purposes. For the purposes of this study, an atheist is defined as someone who does not
believe in a God or gods. If you have any questions about the survey, please contact the
primary researcher via e-mail:Joseph Stepniewskijoseph_stepper3@yahoo.com1f you
have any further questions regarding this study or any additional concerns about your
rights as a participant in this study, you may contact the Chair of the Institutional Review
Board, Dr. Pauline Sampson at 936-468-5496, or via e-mail: sampsonp@sfasu.edu.
How often would you say you pay attention to the news?
0

Extremely often

0

Very often

0

Moderately often

0

Slightly often

0

Not at all often
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Which of the following do you regularly use as a news source? You may choose more
than one answer.
□

Fox News

□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

CNN
MSNBC
The Huffington Post
The Drudge Report
The Blaze
The Daily Show with Jon Stewart
TheNightly Show with Larry Wilmore
Real Time with Bill Maher
The Young Turks
Source Fed
Buzzfeed
Local Television News
Broadcast News (ABC, NBC, FOX, CBS)
Social Media (Twitter, Facebook etc.)

How often do you watch television?
0

Extremely often

0
0
0
0

Very often
Moderately often
Slightly often
Not at all often

Which of the following shows do you watch or have watched on a regular basis? You
may choose more than one answer.
□

Family Guy

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

House of Cards
Orange is the New Black
The Good Wife
Glee
Bones
The Mentalist
Community
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How often do you watch movies?
0

Extremely often

0
0
0
0

Very often
Moderately often
Slightly often
Not at all often

Which of these movies have you seen? You may choose more than one answer.
□

God's Not Dead

□

Heaven Is For Real

□

Left Behind

□

Son of God

□

Monty Python's The Life of Brian

□

Jesus Camp

□

Religulous

□

Paul

If you watch religious movies like God's Not Dead, Heaven Is For Real etc. , is it because
you actively seek them out yourself or because they were shown to you in a class or at an
event?
0 I actively seek these movies out by going to the movie theater, renting them, or streaming
them online

0

I have only seen these movies because a class I took or an event I attended showed them to
me

0

I do not watch these kinds of movies at all

If you watch movies which criticize religion like Religulous, Jesus Camp etc., is it
because you actively seek them out or because they were shown to you in a class or at an
event?
0 I actively seek these movies out by going to the movie theater, renting them, or streaming
them online

0

I have only seen these movies because a class I took or an event I attended showed them to
me

0

I do not watch these kinds of movies at all
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Look at the following list of people and indicate whose work you are familiar with by
checking the box next to their name. Please only check the box if you are familiar with
what they do and not simply because you recognize their name.You may choose more
than one answer.
□

Richard Dawkins

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Christopher Hitchens
Daniel Dennett
Sam Harris
Bill Maher
Penn Jillette
James Randi
Neil deGrasse Tyson
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Please indicate how accurate ou believe the followiE_g statements are.

T~

Atheists are
arrogant

0

0

0

0

0

Atheists are
unfriendly

0

0

0

0

0

Atheists are
untrustworthy

0

0

0

0

0

Atheists are
immoral

0

0

0

0

0

Atheists are
sad

0

0

0

0

0

Atheists are
trustworthy

0

0

0

0

0

Atheists are
moral

0

0

0

0

0

Atheists are
humble

0

0

0

0

0

Atheists are
happy

0

0

0

0

0

Atheists are
friendly

0

0

0

0

0

Religious
people are
arrogant

0

0

0

0

0

Religious
people are
unfriendly

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

I ReI"1g10us
.
people are
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-7

-

I untrustworthy
Religious
people are
immoral

0

0

Religious
people are
sad

0

Religious
people are
happy

I
I

I

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

Religious
1 people are
humble

0

0

0

0

0

Religious
people are
friendly

0

0

0

0

0

Religious
people are
trustworthy

0

0

0

0

0

Religious
people are
moral

0

0

0

0

0

I

How many atheists do you personally know?
0

Seven ore more

0

Five or six

0

Three or four

0

One or two

0

None
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How often do you interact with atheists?
0

Extremely often

0

Very often

0

Moderately often

0

Slightly often

0

Not often at all

How religious would you say you are?
0

Extremely religious

0

Very religious

0

Moderately religious

0

Slightly religious

0

Not at all religious

What is your religious preference?
0

Christian - Protestant (i.e . Baptist, Methodist, Episcopal Church, etc.)

0

Christian - Catholic

0

Christian - Mormon

0

Muslim

0

Jewish

0

Buddhist

0

Hindu

0

Wiccan

0

No Religion/Theist (believe in God, no organized religion)

0

No Religion/Atheist (do not believe in God, no organized religion)

0

Other. Please Specify: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Were you born in the United States or in another country?
0

United States

0

Other country. Please specify: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Please specify your ethnicity
0

Hispanic or Latino

0

Not Hispanic or Latino
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Please specify your race
0

American Indian or Alaska Native

0

Asian

0

Black or African American

0

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander

0

White

How old are you?
0 18-24
0 25-34
0 35-44
0 45-54
0 55-64
0 65-74
0 75 or older
Are you male or female?
0

Male

0

Female

What is your current marital status?
0

Single

0

Married

0

Divorced

0

Widowed

0

Same-sex partner

What is the highest degree or level of education you have achieved?
0

High School Graduate/GED

0

Some college

0

Associate degree

0

Bachelor's degree

0

Master's degree

0

Professional degree (examples: MD, DDS, DVM, LLB, JD)

0

Doctoral degree
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What best describes your current employment status?
0

Full-time worker

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Part-time worker
Student
Student worker (full-time)
Student worker (part-time)
Retired
Self-employed
Looking for work
Not employed, but not looking for work
Unable to work

What is your family's household income?
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Less than $10,000

$10,000 to $19,999
$20,000 to $29,999
$30,000 to $39,999
$40,000 to $49,999
$50,000 to $59,999
$60,000 to $69,999
$70,000 to $79,999
$80,000 to $89,999
$90,000 to $99,999
$100,000 to $149,999
$150,000 or more

What best describes your current housing situation?
0

Residence hall/dorm on campus with family or roommate(s)

0

Apartment or house off campus with family or roommate(s)

0

Residence hall/dorm on campus alone

0

Apartment or house off campus alone

0

I live with my parents
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What best describes the Internet and television situation where you live?
0
0
0
0
0

Access to Internet and cable TV
Access to Internet and non-cable TV
Access to cable TV only
Access to non-cable TV only
Access to Internet only
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B

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects In Research
P O Box 1301 B, SFA Station • Nacogdoches, To1<as 75962 3046
Phone (936} 468 -5496 • Fax (936) 468- 1573

TO

Dr John l lcndricks & Joseph Stcpniewski
'v1ass Con11nunication
PO l3ox 13048
Nacogdoches TX 75962

RE

Project Title /\theists ii\ the Media I lo\.v Public Figw·cs and Fictional Characters
l nf1ucnce Public Perceptions of Atheists
Case # A Y20 l 5- I I So

TYPE OF RESEARC l l
FRO 1

Pauline M

DATE ·

l\farch 3 , 20 I 5

Sampson Chair. IRB-11

I '\.Vould like 10 thank you for submitung your modifications to your project entitled " thei<;ts in
the Media: l lo"v Pub lic Figures and Fictional Characters lnnuence Public Perceptions of
Atheists'' to the lRB for revie"v It has been revic·wed and has been Approved based on the
follov,ing review criteria ·
CFR §46 . l O I (b)(2) Research involving the use of educational tests (cognitive, diagnostic.
aptitude, achievement), survey p1ocedurcs, inte1view procedures 01· observation of public
behavior, unless (i) intormntion obtained is recorded in such a manner that human
subjects can be identified, di1ectly ur thruugh identifiers linked to the subjects. and (ii)
any disclosure of the human subjects' responses outside the research could reasonably
place the subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging 10 the subjects'
financial standing. employability, 01 ,eputation

Your project has approval through l\.1arch 3, 2016. should you need additional time to complete
the study you .,,,-ill need to apply for an extension prior to that date The lRB should be notified of
any planned changes in the procedures during the approval period, as additional rcvie,v ,viii be
required by tbc IRB. p1·ior to implementing any changes. except when changes are necessary to
clin1inate immediate hazards to the research participants The researcher is also responsible for
promptly notifying the IRB of any unanticipated or advc1se events involving risk or harm to
panicipants or othc1s as a r·csult of the resea,ch
All future correspondence regarding this project should include the case number A Y201S-l I 86.
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